death threat against the first African American to win the White House." 12 In many ways, it is precisely because we have a President historically defined and self-identified as African
American that we continue to lift the hoods from the heads of those who show in their actions that in twenty-first century United States, divisive notions about race matters prevail. In this case, disagreements about Obama's policies quickly become attacks on his racial person and blatant disrespect for his political stature as in the myriad anti-Obama decals, stickers, and tshirts: "2012-Don't Re-Nig" or "Buck Ofama."
Indeed, it is precisely because of a personal curiosity about the various nuances of language, language and identity issues, and the fact that race still matters that I tried what I suspected was a pretty bold pedagogical and scholarly experiment: I dared to teach for the first time in my twenty-plus college teaching career an entire course on a word, not just any word, but the word "nigger." I have written and published what I know was a pretty provocative essay some years ago about the presence/ absence of the word "nigger" in children's texts, arguing against euphemizing or excising the word from print and speech or airbrushing experiences historically associated with this word; offering instead that children's books may be a place to unteach the racial bitterness associated with this word that children do not learn from dictionaries but rather from hearing adults speak in their familial and familiar environments. 13 Now, I was
anxious to see what I might glean from an intensive, interdisciplinary scrutiny of a word that has a life and history of its own; a word that ultimately cannot and will not allow itself to be erased from cultural memory and experience; a word that cannot and will not be wished away or buried even symbolically in a mock funeral; a word thusly described like no other: "the most explosive of racial epithets" 14 ; "our cruelest word" 15 ; "the most toxic in the English language" 16 ; "the most troubling word in our language" 17 ; "almost magical in its negative power" 18 ; "six simple letters that convey centuries of pain, evil and contempt" 19 ; "an almost universally known word of contempt" 20 ; "occupies a place in the soul where logic and reason never go" 21 ; and "the filthiest, dirtiest, nastiest word in the English language." 22 When I set out to design and teach this course, "The N-Word: An Anatomy Lesson," I knew then, and almost four iterations later, that my students and I had to move beyond those common, limited binary perspectives: hip hop youth culture vs. old stodgy fuddy-duds; beyond blacks vs. whites using the word, and beyond blacks word pronunciations and spellings that alleged a stripping away of the word's historical negative racialized baggage. I also did not want the class to be an historical recollection of every instance when the word has taken center stage in literature, public and private conversations, music, court cases, and all manner of other popular culture. This word is so prominently stitched into the fabric of American history and culture and in the American psyche that it has traveled extensively beyond U.S. Chapelle's 'The Niggaz,' where a black milkman pokes fun at an all American, white family named Niggaz. With parallel intents and purposes, the two skits demonstrate a critical awareness that this word, no matter the form, is socially and politically problematic. Ultimately, this onesemester teaching experience taught me more than I had expected about language and performance, about language and identity constructions, and about language and race relations.
Having taught the course three times now, with significant national attention, I am convinced that as long as black/white American racism exists, the need and desire for such a focused study of language is important and necessary.
Without question, there is substantial attention to the N-word, its use and its historydocumentaries; scholarly essays, chapters, and entire books; online electronic petitions to abolish use of the word; comedy skits and episodes ranging from the animated South Park to Chapelle's Show to the Seinfeld-ish sitcom Curb Your Enthusiasm; talk show episodes; radio segments; interviews; classic stand-up comedy routines (Paul Mooney, Richard Pryor, and Chris Rock);
and hip hop albums, for instance. Public discussions of the N-word have taken place regularly in high school literature courses and in court cases. In the media as many rappers alleged reclamation of the word as cultural reappropriation, actor-comedian Michael Richard meltdowns whirling the N-word at heckling African Americans during his comedy club performance, and Dog the Bounty Hunter's frequent bandying of the N-word caught the public's attention when his private telephone message to his son about dating an African American female leaked to the (Langston Hughes, Black Misery, 1969) .
It shows up in American childhood rhymes and ditties, in minstrel songs, and in commercial advertisements. It is euphemized, buried in mock funerals, and bleeped from video and audio public broadcasts. Responding to one critic's challenge "to create an environment for dialogue about the word's purposes and problems," this course offers an opportunity to dissect the single word described as "easily the most inflammatory, shocking and historic word in the English language." The coursework of readings and assignments considers the word's "continually shifting use" through the complex discourse of American race relations. Ultimately, the course interrogates the fundamental role of words and language to construct identities-individual, communal, and even national. Closely aligned with Jabari Asim's sentiments and purpose in The N- Word: Who Can Say It, Who Shouldn't, and Why (2007) , this course was created to do the following:
To look closely at [the] folklore tracing the [word's] path as it sustained the entwined ideas of white supremacy and black inferiority, supplemented the nation's ever-growing popular culture, and influenced the scope and direction of its legal system. It explores in depth various categories of literature, science, music, theater, and film, the legislative policies and judicial decisions designed to keep blacks in their place, and the language of racial insult that runs like an electric current through it all. (3) More specifically, this course addresses these inquiries:
• The course format includes class discussion, written critical analysis/ summaries, and independent research, and the grade for the course is based on the students' multiple one-page critical analyses/summaries (40%), students' individual preparation and class participation (30%), and students' overall attendance (30%). While there is no single text for this course, students access reading assignments via the internet, and I provide copies of other materials.
Each week has an overall theme or focus with a diverse range of assignments and texts centered on that particular topic, as seen in the complete course content included in the appendix.
Student Population
As chair of one of the largest English departments in the country (and later as dean of Humanities and Associate Vice President of Humanities and Arts) and like all administrators at my institution, I teach one course a year. In my case, the course I elect to teach is a one-credit/ one hundred-level seminar for first-year students. Such courses are deemed "sexy courses" beyond a specific disciplinary major, a course that introduces new students-typically ages 18 Having taught three such seminars in the past -"Race and Gender Politics of Hair;" "Black and
White Interracial Intimacies in Popular Music;" and "Conflicts and Controversies in African American Children's Literature" -I knew this could be another "sexy course" that would potentially attract a fairly diverse student population. That I named the course using the euphemism 'N-word' rather than the word itself was in part my effort to be provocative and also not to offend the potentially sensitive and intellectually faint at heart. I also knew there was potential to subvert the course and my best efforts by having someone take the title into a different mocking context. As well, naming the course "Nigger" might well have led to more limited additions of the course. Here is the blurb used to announce the course: Even after teaching three slightly different versions of the course, these categories remain useful organizers of the range of materials on and related to the word.
Ground Rules and Conducting Class
Although I am an African American teacher of this course, I knew that we had to establish as a class and as a community of adults some fundamental ground rules about how we would conduct and smoothly navigate class discussions of this decidedly sensitive topic. One thing I did not want (and to my knowledge was lucky enough not to have) was the dreaded reality that materials from class might well travel maliciously outside class and find their way into uncontextualized discussions and conversations. On the first day of class, we discussed quite candidly the educational purposes of the course, the potentially volatile nature of the subject and the uncensored course content, and the absolute necessity of respecting each other and of creating among and for ourselves a community working toward a common goal. Students trusted me and I them to stay focused and not to subvert the goals and objectives of the course. We agreed that we would say the word "nigger" as we felt comfortable in the context of our critical conversations. Some students used the word, others used the euphemism over three courses of different students. I witnessed no moments of obvious tension among these students and have not found myself stumbling over the word as I had expected since it is not part of my regular personal, private, or public vocabulary. In fact, there are often unsolicited moments of true confession-white students commenting on their white friends' and family members' use of the word and the levels of discomfort that use creates for them. White students also comment on how they are compelled when prompted by their family and friends to explain why they are taking such a course on this topic. A Puerto Rican student, in my first course, even shared that his best friend-a white male-always addressed him as "nigger" and that he never, before this class, understood why he felt uncomfortable with that address. Another white male in that class indicated that among his white male friends, referring to each other as "niggers" was a term of endearment. Interestingly, these conversations about using the N-word in familiar settings mostly took place among white males. I am lucky to have had groups of students mature beyond their years that understand and accept fully their individual and collective responsibility in making this class the best that it can be for all of us. To date, students have responded with great appreciation for the opportunity to take such a class like no other they have taken before.
Course Formats
As I am not typically a lecturer-although my students will admit that I talk a lot-I depend a lot on discussion, with students sharing their critical responses to readings and other assignments. Each day has a topical focus with various assignments selected for that topic.
Students also are encouraged to bring to class related materials to share, thus building up my own repository of texts, stories, and activities. Sometimes we divide into small groups and had group report outs. Sometimes students conduct outside research for their written assignments. I share with students rare materials of my personal collection. Students do a good bit of writing and critical analysis over the semester as well.
Students' Responses to Course
At each semester's end, students seem to have gained much from the course and convey confidence that they look at language and words in ways they had not imagined when they entered the course. Here are their anonymous and completely voluntary student evaluation summative comments:
What will you take away from this course that is meaningful to you? Admittedly, these are some of the best student comments and responses I have had for any course I've taught-graduate or undergraduate-for over twenty years. I am also pleased that 
Conclusion, or Lessons Learned
As the students' summative evaluation comments indicate, the choice of readings, the pacing of the course assignments, the range of audio and video texts, and the course connections to current media narratives make for a comprehensive and engaging treatment of this topic.
Indeed, the range of topics I select can certainly be tailored to different student populations, to instructor preferences, and to any instructor's particular time constraints. In fact, I have also taught this course in 7.5 week sessions and am always challenged to determine what is absolutely • Language is performative and performances of the N-word, whether oral or written, have similar controversial social and political impact. Changing the spellings, pronunciations, and contexts of this word-nigga, niggah, nigger-doesn't change the negativity of the original word. If the word needs to be changed, the word is indeed problematic.
• Whites-mostly males-call each other "niggers" (our class had no specific discussions of "wiggahs.")
• Use of the N-word is more complicated than a generational or black/ white racial divide.
Other multiethnic youths use the N-word freely and see no social consequences.
• African Americans are decidedly split on using the N-word, no matter the contexts.
• The N-word is so powerful that it transcends historical moment, gender, class, or sexual orientation unlike these names: dyke, fag, bull-dagger, gay, bitch, cunt, pussy, spic, cracker, mud people, and wetback. See "The Racial Slur Database"
(http://gyral.blackshell.com/names.html).
• Current racial sensitivity exists in documented instances of jobs lost and social critiques of those whites using the word "niggardly," a word strikingly similar sounding to "nigger."
• The N-word can never lose its viral sting when its use continues to reflect current perceptions of and historical attitudes toward black/ white race relations.
• A mock funeral to bury the N-word, a petition to ban its use, or excising the N-word from dictionaries will not keep folks from using the N-word or diminish the historical association of this word as racist attack.
• Even the U.S. President can be snatched from his pedestal of accomplishment by calling him the N-word, a name that unites him with every person of African descent.
• The word "nigger" will always be tainted with social negativity, no matter the spelling or nuanced pronunciation or the illusion of those who believe that this word can be appropriated as "a term of endearment" to take away his negative sting; connecting with author Toni Morrison's sense that "Definitions belong to the definers, not to the defined."
• Words are neutral. People and their experiences give them power to soothe or to attack.
Saying the word "nigger" is not criminal-unless in cases of racial harassment.
Ultimately, use of this word is about individual choice and critical awareness.
• Media's decisions to euphemize the N-word carry with many important implications about the impact of the N-word and legitimacy of the N-word in capturing and documenting a victim/ survivor's experience.
• What does it mean about the impact of language and its connection to public performance ritual when those who have transgressed can be forgiven or redeemed by appealing to the self-appointed Ambassadors of Race the Reverends Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton?
Admittedly, I don't expect that all educators at either the high school or college level will spend 15 weeks or even 7.5 weeks exploring a single word. 
Post-course Impact
Once word got out beyond my university that I was teaching a course about the N-word, I
have been sought out for many radio and print interviews and conversations. As a result of these inquiries and requests, I have now developed a traveling presentation that has successfully reached college students at a local Arizona community college with 500 attendees (students, faculty, staff, and community members) and a historically black college in Alabama with upwards of 200 students, staff, faculty, and community members. In both instances, students are thirsting for critical understanding beyond binaries. They want to discuss. They want to discover. Passions Like 'N-word,'" Birmingham News (September 3, 1995) : C1, C4
• How can a single word, the N-word, take center stage in a court trial? • Does a white person's saying the Nword once make the speaker a racist by default?
Week 5
Scholarship and the N-word reluctance of staff at publisher's house to say the title out loud; various contexts for and meanings of the word; how Kennedy got the idea for the book; American legal cases involving the word; stand-up comedians' use of the word as a staple in their routines; the prominence of the word in rap songs today; the double standard of whites using the word vs. blacks using it; politicians' use of the word as allegedly non-racist context; Mark Twain's use of the word; controversy over the word "niggardly"; and Kennedy's responses to black commentators' resistance to the book's title.
Second paper due: bring in one page summary of strengths and weaknesses of the 2 books based on reviews: "Randall Kennedy's Nigger:
The Strange Career of a Troublesome Word" • How is use, treatment of, and attitudes toward the N-word different among academics and scholars than among lay persons? • How is generational difference a factor in these public discussions of using the N-word? • How are definitions of "nigger" similar and different in these tunes? • Who are the audiences for these tunes?
• What are the messages of these tunes?
• Would other words in place of "nigger" be as aesthetically, thematically, or politically effective?
Week 9
Words and/in the Media • "Put it on His Tombstone: An Interview with Paul Mooney," Image (October 1994): 56 • Students are to bring to class summary accounts of public controversy over uses of "niggardly" as misconstrued word.
• • To what extent is using the N-word based on racial privilege? • When are whites able to use the Nword and not be identified as racist?
Week 11
Television her ongoing efforts to teach her mostly African American students-reportedly grateful for the experience overall-to be more critically literate about language use, American history, and linguistic performance.
